
A Chapter in Gilman Peak History 

By Volunteer Barbara Deck 

At 1685 feet elevation, Gilman Peak is the 2nd tallest peak in Chino Hills State Park 

after San Juan Hill. 

                         

Gilman Peak is named after a gentleman named Herbert Spencer Gilman, 

commonly known as H. S. Gilman, who was born in Minnesota in 1883 and came 

to California in 1908, settling in San Dimas.  

After buying a 10-acre orange grove, he developed 

an interest in the problem of irrigation and became 

president of the San Dimas Water Company, a 

position he held for three years. He eventually 

went on to become manager of two San Dimas 

Water Companies, was southern California’s 

representative on the State Board of Forestry 

under 3 governors, and was one of California’s 

foremost conservationists. During his lifetime, he 

served as director of the San Dimas Orange 

Grower’s Association, the San Dimas Fruit 

Exchange, and the San Dimas Chamber of 

Commerce. Mr. Gilman died in Los Angeles in 1941 at the age of 57. 



There’s not much at the top of Gilman Peak now, 

except for occasional hikers and bikers; but, if you 

had visited the peak between 1935 and 1966,  you 

would have seen an operating fire lookout tower, 

one of roughly 600 

in use in California 

alone at that time 

whose purpose it 

was to aid in fire 

detection and 

firefighting efforts.  

Although there had been SOME fire lookouts in 

California since as early as 1876, they really 

came into play in the 1930s when forestry 

departments were determined to put a fire 

lookout on top of every mountain to protect 

valuable timber resources.  

It was also the time of the Great Depression. 

President Franklin Roosevelt, in an effort to put the unemployed young people 

and WWI veterans back to work, established 

labor work forces such as the Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCCs). 

 The CCCs were responsible for building the 

many fire lookout towers as well as creating 

fire breaks, access roads, and trails, laying 

telephone lines, and much more. In 

California alone, about 250 lookout towers 

were built by CCC workers between 1933 

and 1942.  

 



So, in June 1935, plans were completed with the State Division of Forestry for the 

construction of a lookout tower atop Gilman Peak and, in early September, for a 

telephone line between the Yorba Linda state fire station and the Gilman Peak 

lookout. 

The fire lookout tower 

was one of the many 

accomplishments of Joe 

Scherman, Orange 

County’s first state ranger 

and county fire marshall 

from 1930-1963. He is 

credited with boosting 

Orange County’s forestry 

division from one of the 

smallest to one of the 

largest in the state.  

The Gilman Peak Lookout 

Tower was completed in just 

6 weeks, and a dedication 

ceremony    was scheduled 

for the afternoon of 

Saturday, Sept. 21, 1935. 

Announcements appeared in 

the newspapers with a 

“cordial invitation” extended 

to any members of the public 

who wanted to come. They were given directions on how to reach the tower from 

the town of Olinda which, at that time, was situated just to the west of here in the 

area of Carbon Canyon Regional Park and Olinda Historic Museum. They were told 

to “drive through Olinda up Carbon Canyon three-fourths of a mile to Telegraph 

Canyon, and turn right, and after following that canyon about three-fourths of a 

mile, turn left up the hill to the tower.”  We think that would  have had them 

driving up the present-day North Ridge Trail. 



So the dedication ceremony was a 

pretty big deal. There were an 

abundance of dignitaries and 

speakers present for the 

impressive dedication festivities. 

Master of ceremonies was John 

Ostermann, president of the 

Orange County Forest Protective 

Association. 

 

The tower was 

dedicated to H. S. 

Gilman and would 

be named the 

Gilman Peak Fire 

Lookout Tower.  The 

dedication speech 

was given by M.B. 

Pratt, State Forester. 

The flag on the 

tower was raised by 

Mr. Gilman, himself, 

as lucky 12-year-old 

Lee Porter of Placentia played the bugle.     A 50-

year resident of Carbon Canyon, Edward Gains, 

spoke of all the fires he had witnessed in the 

canyon over the years, when no means of 

combatting them was provided. Officials talked 

about the value of the tower in preserving the 

watersheds and range land where thousands of 

head of cattle roamed. B. Wyatt, superintendent in 

charge of the construction project, also 

introduced the CCC workers from Camp Tuna in Los 



Angeles, who had constructed the tower. Ranger Joe Scherman was also in 

attendance. 

The new lookout tower (US 1711, CA 18) was made of steel. The tower and cabin 

cost about $2400, and the cost of the phone line from the tower to the Yorba 

Linda forestry station was $1200. The lookout had all the latest equipment and 

modern construction along with a view of 423 square miles of territory in Orange, 

San Bernardino, and Los Angeles counties, would operate during the fire season. 

It would actually be one of three fire lookout towers in this area, the other two 

being on Bolero Peak in Modjeska Canyon and on Santiago Peak in Cleveland 

National Forest. 

The first lookout to man the fire tower was a person named Buell Castile, who 

must have been there only a short time because, in July 1936, it was announced 

that Harvey George French had been appointed as fire lookout in the Gilman Peak 

Tower. Harvey had just graduated from Fullerton High School before starting with 

the California Division of Forestry as a seasonal employee. In 1942, Harvey joined 

the Marines for 4 years. Upon returning to the Division of Forestry, he was 

promoted to Captain, and then Battalion Chief for the Perris and Elsinore areas. 

He ended up serving 34 years in the Fire Department, retiring from the California 

Department of Forestry and Fire in 1974. 

Harvey just passed away in 2011.  

Fire lookout towers carried with them a real 

sense of fascination for many people. There 

were frequent articles in the newspapers, 

featuring the lives of various fire lookouts. The 

typical fire lookout tower consisted of a small 

room, known as a cab, located atop a large 

steel or wooden tower. The cab, itself, was 

usually about 14’ x 14’. There was no 

electricity, no running water, and no plumbing. 

They were pretty primitive and isolated. 

Another of Gilman Peak’s lookouts was a 

gentleman named Glenn Downer who, along 



with his wife, were featured in a 1938 article in the LA Times. He described 

getting two days off each month but 

being glad to get back to their peak and 

feeling that their job was “almost the 

best in the world.” Their Gilman Peak 

Tower living space was the 14’ x 14’ 

tower cab, perched 30 feet in the air. Their 

only link to the outside world was a private 

telephone line to State Forest Ranger Joe 

Scherman, 18 miles away.  Drinking 

water and groceries were brought in 

occasionally by State Forest Service 

trucks.  

WWII brought about a new development 

in fire lookout history. In 1942, the 

Army Air Force began utilizing fire lookouts, 

especially those on the west coast, as enemy aircraft observation points. Two or 

more watchers scanned the sky for potential 

enemy aircraft from each lookout tower 24 

hours a day, 365 days a year until the war 

ended. Although not verified, it is possible that 

the Gilman Tower could have been used by the 

Aircraft Warning Service.  

When the US entered WWII, many of our males 

were no longer in the workforce. Females began 

to do what were traditionally “male” jobs, 

including those of fire lookouts. Gray-haired 

Mrs. Lois Smith came to the Gilman Peak Station 

in the early 1950s, but she was already a 

seasoned veteran, having spent a total of six 

years in other fire lookouts before her husband died. She described having many 

animal visitors, including deer, rabbits, and quail and, even though it “gets a little 

lonesome”, she said she likes it. She, as well as all the fire lookouts, needed to be 



adept at using an Osborne fire finder in order to get a “fix” on the exact location 

of a fire.  

 

William Wolf was yet another lookout for the 

Gilman Peak Tower. William was a 

bachelor. His dates of service are unknown but, 

had he been a lookout on the 21st of April, 

1955, he might have welcomed the visit from 

the Chino and Olinda Cub Scouts who 

visited the Gilman Fire Lookout that day, along 

with Ranger Art Josso. After climbing to the 

top and getting a tour of the living quarters 

and an explanation of the duties of a fire lookout, 

they descended, ate lunch, took a hike, and 

returned home.  



In June of 1953, husband and wife team, David 

and Myrtle McKenzie were the lookouts for 

Gilman Tower. As stated previously, the tower 

had a lone phone line to the Yorba Linda state 

forestry station, on which they were to check 

in daily. After they failed to check in on that 

June day, the station foreman drove up to the 

tower and found them both unconscious with 

the doors 

and 

windows 

closed, 

apparently 

the victims 

of carbon 

monoxide poisoning from a gas appliance. 

Myrtle lived, but David did not survive. So, 

there were many fire lookouts who worked 

over the years in the Gilman Peak Tower.  

The future of the fire lookout towers was not a 

bright one. Beginning in the 1960s, the 

lookouts began to be phased out. There was 

more emphasis on using airplanes and helicopters for fire detection and 

suppression. A new “let burn” policy was in effect in many wilderness areas. And, 

there were growing numbers of forest visitors whose eyes could be used for early 

detection. 

All these factors, plus state budget cuts led to the demise of the lookout towers.  

In 1967, there were no funds in the State budget for the operation of Bolero Peak 

Station nor for Gilman Peak Station, and they were both closed. 

Ironically, there was to be a disastrous fire in the very-near future. In late October 

1967, the Paseo Grande fire broke out in Corona, just east of the closed Gilman 

Peak Fire Lookout, which would have been closest to the point of origin of the 



fire. Pushed by 35 mph Santa Ana winds, it quickly spread westward and crossed 

into Orange County near the Green River 

Golf Course.  

At least one State Assemblyman was 

quoted as saying that both lookout stations 

could have provided valuable information in 

the containment of the blaze as both could 

have easily observed the fire. He pointed 

out that the State saved $10,000 by 

closing the two lookout stations but 

that 46 families were left homeless, 48,000 

acres were blackened, and fire damage was 

estimated at more than $2 million. 

 

An abandoned and decrepit Gilman Peak 

Fire Lookout was still standing in July 1982, 

although the bottom part of the metal 

ladder had been cut off to discourage 

climbers. Many of the abandoned lookouts 

were vandalized and eventually destroyed. 

I am not sure when the last remnants of 

the Gilman Peak Station disappeared, but I 

would guess it might have been shortly 

after 1982 and perhaps before CHSP 

officially became a state park in 1984. 

Thankfully, a handful of lookout stations, 

such as the Strawberry Peak one in the San 

Bernardino Mountains, are still standing 

and functioning as actual lookout towers. 

Other lookout towers are being saved and 

restored for use as museums, interpretive centers, wildlife observation posts, and 

even vacation rentals. 



 

 

Who knew that Gilman Peak has such an interesting history? Wouldn’t it have 

been wonderful if our Gilman Peak Fire Lookout Tower had been saved and were 

still standing atop the peak today? 
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